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towns rose faster, and the broad mass of people enjoyed
a higher standard of living. “A more efficient balance be
tween labour, land, and capital” brought increased pro
ductivity.’4Population decline meant a sharp increase in
per capita wealth. The greater demand for labor meant
greater mobility for peasants in rural areas and for indus
trial workers in the towns and cities.

Labor shortages caused by the Black Death through
out the Mediterranean region, from Constantinople to
Spain, presented aggressive businessmen with a golden
opportunity. The price of slaves rose sharply. Venetian
slavers from their colony at Tana on the Sea of Azov in
the Crimea took advantage of the boom in demand as
prices soared between 1350 and 1410. “By about 1408,
no less than 78 per cent of Tana’s export earnings came
from slaves. Out of their misery, and out of the profits
horn of the Black Death, one palace after another was
raised along the (Venetian) Rialto.”’5

Even more significant than the social effects were the
psychological consequences. The knowledge that the
disease meant almost certain death provoked the most
profound pessimism. Imagine an entire society in the
grip of the belief that it was at the mercy of a frightful af
Iliction about which nothing could be done, a disgusting
disease from which family and friends would flee, leaving
one to die alone and in agony. It is not surprising that
some sought release in orgies and gross sensuality, while
others turned to the severest fbrms of asceticism and
frenzied religious fervor. Some extremists joined groups
of flagellants, who whipped and scourged themselves
as penance for their and society’s sins, in the belief that
the Black Death was God’s punishment for humanity’s
wickedness.

Plague ripped apart the social fabric, In the thirteenth
century, funerals, traditionally occasions for the mutual
consolation of the living as much as memorial services for
the dead, grew increasingly elaborate, with large corteges
and many mourners. In the fourteenth century, public
horror at the suffering of the afflicted and at the dead re
duced the size of mourning processions and eventually
resulted in failure even to perform the customary death
rites. Fear of infection led to the dead being buried
hastily, sometimes in mass graves.

People often used pilgrimages to holy places as justiui
cation for their flight from cities. Suspected of being car
tiers of plague, travelers, pilgrims, and the homeless
aroused deep hostility. All European port cities followed
the example of Ragusa (modern Dubrovnik in south
western Croatia on the Dalmatian coast) and quarantined
arriving ships, crews, passengers, and cargoes to deter
mine whether they brought the plague. Deriving from a

Venetian word, the English term quarantine originally
meant forty days’ isolation.

Popular endowments ofeducational institutions multi
plied. The years of the Black Death witnessed the foun
dation of new colleges at old universities, such as Corpus
Christi and Clare Colleges at Cambridge and New Col
lege at Oxford, and of entirely new universities. The be
ginnings of Charles University in Prague (1348) and the
Universities of Florence (1350), Vienna (1364), Cracow
(1364), and Heidelberg (1385) were all associated with
the plague: their tbundation charters specifically mention
the shortage of priests and the decay of learning. Whereas
universities such as those at Bologna and Paris had an in
ternational student body, new institutions established in
the wake of the Black Death had more national or local
constituencies. Thus the international character of me
dieval culture weakened. The decline ofcultural cohesion
paved the way for schism in the Catholic church even be
fore the Reformation.’6

The literature and art of the fourteenth century reveal
a terribly morbid concern with death. One highly popu
lar artistic motif, the Dance of Death, depicted a dancing
skeleton leading away a living person. A long interna
tional war added further misery to the frightful disasters
of the plague.

he Hundred Years’ War
(ca 1337—1453)

In January 1327, Queen Isabella of England, her lover
Mortimer, and a group of barons, having deposed and
murdered Isabella’s incompetent husband, King Ed
ward II, proclaimed his fifteen-year-old son king as
Edward HI. Isabella and Mortimer, however, held real
power until 1330, when Edward seized the reins of gov
ernment. In 1328 Charles IV of France, the last surviving
son of Philip the Fair, died childless. With him ended the
Capetian dynasty. An assembly of French barons, mean
ing to exclude Isabella—who was Charles’s sister and the
daughter of Philip the Fair—and her son Edward III
from the French throne, proclaimed that “no woman nor
her son could succeed to the [French] monarchy.” French
lawyers defended this position—that no woman of her
descendant could rule France—with the claim that the
Salic Law, a long-obsolete sixth-century Germanic law
code (see page 210), was part of the fundamental law
of France. The barons passed the crown to Philip VI of
Valois (r. 1328—1350), a nephew of Philip the Fair. In
these actions lie the origins of another phase of the
centuries-old struggle between the English and French
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narehies, one that was fought intermittently from 1337
‘453.

ie Hundred Years’ War had both distant and immedi
causes. In 1259 France and England signed the Treaty
Paris, in which the English king agreed to become—

himself and his successors—vassal of the French

:Wn tiir the duchy of Aquitaine. The English claimed

Itlitaine as an ancient inheritance. French policy, how

cr, ‘as strongly expansionist, and the French kings
%Olved to absorb the duchy into the kingdom of

a,ice. In 1329 Edward III paid homage to Philip VI

r Aquitaine. In 1337 Philip, eager to exercise ftill

ench jurisdiction in Aquitaine, confiscated the duchy.
Iward III interpreted this action as a gross violation of

c treaty of 1259 and as a cause for war. Moreover,

Iward argued, as the eldest directly surviving male de
ndant of Philip the Fair, he must assume the title of

ig of France in order to wield his righttiil authority in

iuitaine.’7 In short, Edward rejected the decision of

e French barons excluding him from the throne. Ed
rd III’s dynastic argument upset the feudal order in

.ince: to increase their independent power, French vas
Is ot Philip VI used the excuse that they had to transfer

their loyalty to a more legitimate overlord, Edward III.
One reason the war lasted so long was that it became a
French civil war, with some French barons supporting
English monarchs in order to thwart the centralizing
goals of the French crown.

Economic factors involving the wool trade and the
control of Flemish towns had served as justifications for
war between France and England fir centuries. The wool
trade henveen England and Flanders served as the cor
nerstone of both countries’ economies; they were closely
interdependent. Flanders was a lief of the French crown,
and the Flemish aristocracy was highly sympathetic to the
monarchy in Paris. But the wealth of Flemish merchants
and cloth manufacturers depended on English wool, and
Flemish burghers strongly supported the claims of Ed
ward III. The disruption of commerce with England
threatened their prosperity.

The Popular Response

The governments of both England and France manipu
lated public opinion to support the war. Whatever signif
icance modern scholars ascribe to the economic factor,
public opinion in fourteenth-century England held that
the war was waged for one reason: to secure for King Ed
ward the French crown he had been unjustly denied,’8

Flanders and the English Mer
chant Staplers Flanders was
ufhcially on the French side
during the Hundred Years’ War,
hut Flemish cities depended
heavily on English wool fbr their
textile manufacturing. Hence the
Merchant Staplers, the English
trading company with a monop

oly on trade in wool, sought
concessions. In this 1387 illustra
tion, the master of the staple and
his fellow merchants plead their
case to the count of Flanders.
(British Library)
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ldward III issued letters to the sherift describing in
graphic terms the evil deeds of the French and listing
royal needs. Kings in both countries instructed the clergy
to deliver sermons filled with patriotic sentiment. The
royal courts sensationalized the wickedness of the other
side and stressed the great tbrtunes to be made from the
war. Philip VI sent agents to warn communities about
the dangers of invasion and to stress the French crown’s
revenue needs to meet the attack.

The royal campaign to rally public opinion was highly
successful, at least in the early stage of the war. Edward III
gained widespread support in the 1340s and 1350s. The
lnglish developed a deep hatred of the French and feared
that King Philip intended “to have seized and slaugh
rered the entire realm of England.” When England was
successful in the field, pride in the country’s military pro
&iency increased.

Most important of all, the Hundred Years’ War was
popular because it presented unusual opportunities for

wealth arid advancement. Poor knights and knights who
were unemployed were promised regular wages. Crimi
nals who enlisted were granted pardons. The great nobles
expected to be rewarded with estates. Royal exhortations
to the troops before battles repeatedly stressed that, if
victorious, the men might keep whatever they seized.
The French chronicler Jean Froissart wrote that, at the
time of Edward III’s expedition of 1359, men ofall ranks
flocked to the English king’s banner. Some came to ac
quire honor, but many came “to loot and pillage the fair
and plenteous land of France.”19

The Course of the War to 1419

The war was fought almost entirely in France and the
Low Countries (see Map 12.2). It consisted mainly of a
series of random sieges and cavalry raids. In 1335 the
French began supporting Scottish incursions into north
ern England, ravaging the countryside in Aquitaine, and

Siege of the Castle of Mortagne Near Bordeaux (1377) Medieval wartsre
usually consisted of small skirmishes and attacks on castles. This miniature shows
the French besieging an English-held castle. Most of the soldiers use longbows,
although at the left two men shoot primitive muskets above a pair of cannon. The
castle held out for six months. Painted in the late fifteenth century, the scene reflects
contemporary developments rather than fourteenth-century events. (British Libmiy)
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sacking and burning English coastal towns, such as
Southampton. Such tactics lent weight to Edward Ill’s
propaganda campaign. In fact, royal propaganda on both
sides fostered a kind of early nationalism.

During the war’s early stages, England was highly suc
cessftil. At Crécy in northern France in 1346, English
Iongbowmen scored a great victory over French knights
and crossbowmen. Although the aim of the longbow was
not very accurate, it allowed for rapid reloading, and Eng
lish archers could send off three arrows to the French
crossbowmen’s one. The result was a blinding shower
of arrows that unhorsed the French knights and caused
mass confusion. The firing of cannon—probably the
first use of artillery in the West—created further panic.
Thereupon the English horsemen charged and butchered
the French.

This was not war according to the chivalric rules that
Edward 111 would have preferred. Nevertheless, his son
Edward the Black Prince used the same tactics ten years
later to smash the French at Poitiers, where he captured
the French king and held him for ransom. Again, at
Agincourt near Arras in 1415, the chivalric English
soldier-king Henry V (r. 1413—1422) gained the field
over vastly superior numbers. Henry followed up his tri
umph at Agincourt with the reconquest of Normandy.
By 1419 the English had advanced to the walls of Paris
(see Map 12.2). But the French cause was not lost.
Though England had scored the initial victories, France
won the war.

Joan of Arc and France’s Victory

The ultimate French success rests heavily on the actions
of an obscure French peasant girl, Joan ofArc, whose vi
sion and work revived French fortunes and led to victory.
A great deal of pious and popular legend surrounds Joan
the Maid, because of her peculiar appearance on the
scene, her astonishing success, her martyrdom, and her
canonization by the Catholic church. The historical fact
is that she saved the French monarchy, which was the
embodiment of France.

Born in 1412 to well-to-do peasants in the village of
Domremy in Champagne, Joan of Arc grew up in a reli
gious household. During adolescence she began to hear
voices, which she later said belonged to Saint Michael,
Saint Catherine, and Saint Margaret. In 1428 these
voices spoke to her with great urgency, telling her that
the dauphin (the uncrowned King Charles VII) had to be
crowned and the English expelled from France. Joan
went to the French court, persuaded the king to reject

the rumor that he was illegitimate, and secured his sup
port for her relief of the besieged city of Orleans.

The astonishing thing is not that Joan the Maid over
came serious obstacles to see the dauphin, not even that
Charles and his advisers listened to her. What is amazing
is the swiftness with which they were convinced, French
fortunes had been so low for so long that the court be
lieved only a miracle could save the country. Because
Joan cut her hair short and dressed like a man, she scan
dalized the court. But hoping she would provide the
miracle, Charles allowed her to accompany the army that
was preparing to raise the English siege of Orleans.

In the meantime Joan, herself illiterate, dictated this
letter calling on the English to withdraw:

King ofEngland. . . . do right in the King ofHeaven s sight.
Surrender to The Maid sent hither by God the King of
Heaven, the keys of all the good towns you have taken and
laid waste in France. She come.s in God’s name to establish
the Blood Royal, ready to make peace if you agree to aban
don France and repay what you have taken. And you, archers,
comrades in arms, gentles and others, who are before the
town ofOrleans, retire in God’s name to your own countn2°

Joan arrived before Orleans on April 28, 1429. Seven
teen years old, she knew little of warfare and believed
that if she could keep the French troops from swearing
and frequenting brothels, victory would be theirs. On
May 8 the English, weakened by disease and lack of sup
plies, withdrew from Orleans. Ten days later, Charles VII
was crowned king at Reims. These two events marked
the turning point in the war.

Joan’s presence at Orleans, her strong belief in her
mission, and the fact that she was wounded enhanced her
reputation and strengthened the morale of the army. In
1430 England’s allies, the Burgundians, captured Joan
and sold her to the English. When the English handed
her over to the ecclesiastical authorities for trial, the
French court did not intervene. While the English wanted
Joan eliminated for obvious political reasons4 sorcery
(witchcraft) was the ostensible charge at her trial. Witch
persecution was increasing in the fifteenth century, and
Joan’s wearing of men’s clothes appeared not only aber
rant but indicative of contact with the Devil. In 1431 the
court condemned her as a heretic—her claim ofdirect in
spiration from God, thereby denying the authority of
church officials, constituted heresy—and burned her at
the stake in the marketplace at Rouen. A new trial in
1456 rehabilitated her name. In 1920 she was canonized
and declared a holy maiden, and today she is revered
as the second patron saint of France. The nineteenth-
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Lcnturv French historian Jules Michelet extolled Joan of
Arc as a symbol of the vitality and strength of the French
peasant classes.

The relief of Orleans stimulated French pride and ral
lied French resources. As the war dragged on, loss of life
mounted, and money appeared to be flowing into a bot
tomless pit, demands for an end increased in England.
The clergy and intellectuals pressed for peace. Parliamen
tary opposition to additional war grants stiffened. Slowly
the French reconquered Normandy and, finally, ejected
the English from Aquitaine. At the war’s end in 1453,
oniy the town of Calais remained in English hands.

Costs and Consequences

In France the English had slaughtered thousands of sol
diers and civilians. In the years after the sweep of the
Black Death, this additional killing meant a grave loss of
population. The English had laid waste to hundreds of
thousands of acres of rich farmland, leaving the rural
economy of many parts of France a shambles. The war
had disrupted trade and the great fairs, resulting in the
drastic reduction of French participation in international
commerce. Defeat in battle and heavy taxation con
tributed to widespread dissatisfaction and aggravated
peasant grievances.

In England only the southern coastal ports experi
enced much destruction, and the demographic effects of
the Black Death actually worked to restore the land-labor
balance (see page 386). The costs of the war, however,
were tremendous. England spent over £5 million on the
war effort, a huge sum at the time. Manpower losses had
greater social consequences. The knights who ordinarily
handled the work of local government as sheriffs, coro
ners, jurymen, and justices of the peace were abroad, and
their absence contributed to the breakdown of order at
the local level. The English government attempted to fi
nance the war effort by raising taxes on the wool crop.
Because of steadily increasing costs, the Flemish and Ital
ian buyers could not afford English wool, Consequently,
raw wool exports slumped drastically between 1350 and
1450.

Many men of all social classes had volunteered for
service in France in the hope of acquiring booty and be
coming rich. The chronicler Walsingham, describing the
period of CrCcy, wrote: “For the woman was of no ac
count who did not possess something from the spoils
of ... cities overseas in clothing, furs, quilts, and uten
sils . . tablecloths and jewels, bowls of murra [semi
precious stone] and silver, linen and linen cloths.”2’
Walsingham is referring to 1348, in the first generation

of war. As time went on, most fbrrunes seem to have
been squandered as fast as they were made.

If English troops returned with cash, they did not in
vest it in land. In the fifteenth century, returning soldiers
were commonly described as beggars and vagabonds,
roaming about making mischief. Even the large sums of
money received from the ransom of the great—such as
the £250,000 paid to Edward III for the freedom of
King John of France—and the money paid as indemnities
by captured towns and castles did not begin to equal the
more than £5 million spent. England suffered a serious
net loss.22

The long war also had a profound impact on the polit
ical and cultural lives of the two countries. Most notably,
it stimulated the development of the English Parliament.
Between 1250 and 1450, representative assemblies
flourished in many European countries. In the English
Parliament, German diets, and Spanish cortes, delibera
tive practices developed that laid the foundations for the
representative institutions of modern liberal-democratic
nations. While representative assemblies declined in most
countries after the fifteenth century, the English Parlia
ment endured. Edward III’s constant need thr money to
pay for the war compelled him to summon not only the
great barons and bishops, but knights of the shires and
burgesses from the towns as well. Parliament met in
thirty-seven of the fifty years of Edward’s reign.23

The frequency of the meetings is significant. Repre
sentative assemblies were becoming a habit. Knights
and burgesses—or the “Commons,” as they came to be
called—recognized their mutual interests and began to
meet apart from the great lords. The Commons gradu
ally realized that they held the country’s purse strings,
and a parliamentary statute of 1341 required that all
nonfeudal levies have parliamentary approval. When Ed
ward III signed the law, he acknowledged that the king
of England could not tax without Parliament’s consent.
Increasingly, during the course of the war, money grants
were tied to royal redress of grievances: if the govern
ment was to raise money, it had to correct the wrongs its
subjects protested.

In England theoretical consent to taxation and legisla
tion was given in one assembly for the entire country.
France had no such single assembly; instead, there were
many regional or provincial assemblies. Why did a na
tional representative assembly til to develop in France?
The initiative for convening assemblies rested with the
king, who needed revenue almost as much as the English
ruler, But the French monarchy thund the idea of repre
sentative assemblies thoroughly distasteful. Large gather
ings of the nobility potentially or actually threatened
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he king’s power. The advice of a counselor to King
harks VI (r. 1380—1422), ‘ahove all things be sure that

great assemblies of nobles or of communes take place
your kingdom,” was accepted)4Charles VII (r. 1422—

1461) even threatened to punish those proposing a na
I( mat assembly.

No one in France wanted a national assembly. Linguis
w, geographical, economic, legal, and political differences
eve ‘er strong. People tended to think of themselves as

Kreton, Norman, Burgundian, or whatever, rather than
l:.ench. Through much of the turteenth and early fif
teenth centuries, weak monarchs lacked the power to call
a national assembly. Provincial assemblies, highly jealous
f their independence, did not want a national assembly.
[he costs of sending delegates to it would he high, and
the result was likely to he increased taxation,

In both countries, however, the war did promote the
growth of nationalism—the feeling of unity and identir
that binds together a people. After victories, each coun
try experienced a surge of pride in its military strength.
Just as English patriotism ran strong after Crécy and
Poitiers, so French national confidence rose after Or
leans. French national feeling demanded the expulsion of
i-he enemy not merely from Normandy and Aquitaine
but from French soil. Perhaps no one expressed this na
tional consciousness better than Joan of Arc, when she
exulted that the enemy had been “driven out of France.”

he Decline of the
Church’s Prestige

In times of crisis or disaster, people of all faiths have
sought the consolation of religion. In the ti>urtecnth
century, however, the oflicial Christian church offered
little solace. In fact, the leaders of the church added to
the sorrow and misery of the times.

The Babylonian Captivity

From 1309 to 1376, the popes lived in Avignon in south
eastern France. In order to control the church and its poli
cies, Philip the Fair of France pressured Pope Clement V
to settle in Avignon (see Map 11.5 on page 358). Clement,
critically ill with cancer, lacked the will to resist Philip. This
period in church history is often called the Babylonian
Captivity (referring to the seventy ears the ancient He
brews were held captive in Mesopotamian Babylon).

The Rahvkmian Captivity badly damaged papal prestige.
The Avignon papacy reformed its financial administra
tion and centralized its government. But the seven popes

at Avignon concentrated on bureaucratic matters to the
exclusion of spiritual objectives. Though some of’ the
popes led austere lives, the general atmosphere was one
otliixurv and extravagance. The leadership of the church
as cur off from its historic roots and the source of its an
cient authority, the city of Rome. In the absence of the
papacY, the Papal States in Italy lacked stability and good
government. The economy of Rome had been based on
the presence of the papal court and the rich tourist trade
the papacy attracted. The Babylonian Captivity left
Rome poverty-stricken.

In 1377 Pope Gregory XI brought the papal court
back to Rome. Unfortunately, he died shortly after the
return. At Gregory’s death, Roman citizens demanded
an Italian pope who would remain in Rome. Between the
time of (regory’s death and the opening of the conclave,
great pressure was put on the cardinals to elect an Italian.
At the time, none of them protested this pressure.

Sixteen cardinals—eleven Frenchmen, four Italians,
and one Spaniard—entered the conclave on April 7,
1378. After two ballots, they unanimously chose a distin
gim ished administrator, the archbishop of Ban, Bartolomeo
Prignano, who took the name Urban VI. Each of the car
dinals swore that Urban had been elected “sincerely,
freely, genuinely, and canonically.”

Urban VI (1378—1389) had excellent intentions fbr
church reirm. He wanted to abolish simony, pluralism
(holding several church offices at the same time), absen
teeism, and clerical extravagance. These were the ‘ery
abuses being increasingly criticized by Christian people
across Europe. Unfortunately, Pope Urban went about
the work of relrm in a tactless and bullheaded manner.
The day after his coronation, he delivered a blistering at
tack on cardinals who lived in Rome while drawing their
income from benelices elsewhere. His criticism was well-
founded hut ill-timed and provoked opposition betbre
Urban had consolidated his authority.

In the weeks that followed, Urban stepped up attacks
on clerical luxury, denouncing individual cardinals by
name. He threatened to strike the cardinal archbishop of
Arniens. Urban even threatened to excommunicate cer
tain cardinals, and when he was advised that such excom
mullications would not be lawful unless the guilty had
been warned three times, he shouted, “I can do any
thing, if it he m will and judgment.”25 Urban’s quick
temper and irrational behavior have led scholars to ques
non his sanity. Whether he was medically insane or just
drunk with power is a moot point. In any case, Urban’s
actions brought on disaster.

In groups of two and three, the cardinals slipped away
from Rome and met at Anagni. They declared Urban’s
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